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THE BALANCE OF CONTROL BETWEEN PARENTS AND TEACMERS
IN "CO-0P" FREE SGH00IS

By
William A, Firestone
Abt Associotes, Inc,

pParent run free schools {parent <o-3p2) giffcr
markedly from public schools in BiXc snd wipaniza-
tionral structure, but this paper will show that
these ncw institutions share the prevricm of tcacher
supervision, Conclusions are based = iusansive
study of three parent co-ops using bot® carticipant
observation and interviewing. Parent - oT-Ipd must
den! with & form of conflict beturen g1 sfangional
end burcaucratic-employer authority. Parcvis latk
the means Lo control teacher activity, = 7 here

. gelection 16 successful, the mechanioow -5 o cef=

modat fon ave similar to those found in , T.ic
schools,
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THE BALASCE OF CONIROL BETWEFN PARENTS AND TFACHERS
IN “'CO-QP™ FREE SCHCOLS

' Oﬁe epin-of f of the educatfonal reform acrivity of the sixtics snd carly
sevent {rs was the free school movement vhose members started educaeional’
{nstitutions of their owd because they despaired of ever improving the public
schools. One of the most common kinds of free schools is the parent co-op
vhich is founded and run by parents with the help of one or a few teachers
that it hires. Th;se schools are supposcd to provide freedom, not only for
students in the classroom, but also for other members through an open govern-
ance structure that allows all participants a greater Input to decision
making than 1s belicved to exist in conmventional public schools (Graubard,
1972). Sisce this moverent vas influenced by the {dga of cormunity contvol,
parents espect to have a major veice in detersining policy. 1In spite of
the intention-zo develop new administrative-governmental arrsngerents, however,
parent co-ops share with public schools the problem of cffectively controlling
the teacher's in-class activity. Thie'prcblem stems from similar conflicts
over the extent of the superior ‘s authority and ccostraints on teachey
supervision. Even the mechanisms used to resolve this problem in parent
co-op;; when {t 18 resolved, are similar to those found in more conventional
educaticnal orpanizations,

Examination of teacher-superior  lations In parent co-ops provides useful
fnsights Into the oature of teachers’ work scttings more generally., Llortie
(1969) has callaed for more comparative stoedies to descrtbe and explain the

nature of teacher autoncmy in school systema, and parent co-0ps represent 8

Hmiting case with respect to varfation in school size and chain of command,

1
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The parent co-op 16 cuch sealier than the public school; two-thirds of atl
free Gchools enroll fewer than forty students, and parent Co-Ops are among
the smaller free schools {Graubard, 1972). Because of its srall size, the
parcnt co-op lacks the prefessional administrative cadre typically found in
sleost all other wchools, Every task not sssigned to the teacher 1s taken
care of by parvars, and parcnts and teachers desl with each other directly
without intersvdiary. 1In spite of these gross structural differences, the
problex of staf{ contral in coaventional and co-op schésls is rcrarkably
sim{lar. Morcover, “altheugh current reformers and historians of the cormon
school both e-phasize the Importance of large, burcaucratic structures for

- {nsulat{ng scheols from public control, the problems parcnts have when
working with teachers in thlse srall co-ops suggests that a careful analysis
may uncover other factors that are cqually effective barriers to substant {al
1ay input into thy dircction of all schools (Katz, 19717‘T§;;§. 1972},

An understanding of yaflntsteqcher relations in parent co-ops may also
contribute to the survival rate of these schoels, Previous rescarch has
{rdjcated that these schools may have an average 1ife span as short as cighteen
months and that thefr demise is irEQﬂcnzly the result of inferral conflict in
vhich the teacher is etther the {ssue or @ cajor participant (Firestone,
1974). Exarinaticn of how accormodation betueen patents’ and teachers 18

reached may help alleviate such conflicr.

Authority Probless {n Other Organizaticns

The basis of buresucratic er employer authority 1s the deftaition of
roles as spellcd out in the law or the contracis of workers in the crganiza-
tion (Gerth and M{lls, 1946, Blau, 1964). These definttiona specify the ™

vorker's tasks, the positions that have the right to give him orders, the

r
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range of behbaviors these positions have discretion over, and the conscquinced
of non-compliance. The professfonal’s avthority rests largely on his distinc-
tive knouledge base or competence to successfully complete the uazk‘of his .
position (Farscns, 1947), and problems arise when the fncumbents of 8 formally
subordinate position believe that thetr special knowledge is egual to or
greater than that of their superfors. Legally, public schaol egﬁtcms‘are
rigidly helrarchical with authority in all sreas concentrated in the school
board to be delegated to the 5upet1§:cndent and his &ubazdznntri;ye:, teachers
feel Justified in resisting administrative directicn brcause they see thefr
role as a professional one that should corsand authority becsuse of thetr
expe:tis? (Bidwell, 1965). This problem is shared by univets%ties'{aaléridge,
1971) and hospitals (Coss, 1961). The situation is somcwhat different fn
parent co-ops b§cau§e the internal allocation of authority is not legally
5pec£f1£d and contracts are rarely written, Stiil.fthc tcacher {s hired to

i

do a sfecific job; and psrents, as coplavers, judge the adequacy of her work,

. -
C—— -

Horeover, the freec school tdeology cophasizes the legitiracy of consuner
preferences in cducation and undercuts professional avtherity. In contrast
to more established tnstitutions, however, parent co-cps may be destroyed {f
tensions botwuecen parcats and t?ﬂ;ﬁers cannét‘bc resalved.

At least three meaas to alleviate the tension causcd by conflicting
principles of suthority have been found in other kinds of crgantzaticns,
Lortic (19£9) poirts cut rhat selection of public school teachers bepins in
their training institutions and usually brings to the occupation individuals
vhose {dcas and abilitics are compatible with the organizations in which they

- ‘
vork. Once in the school the teachix usuplly finds a pattern cf vartable

roning of authority in which Inttiatery pewsr and contiol changes with the .

issuc. Principals create 8nd enforce rules concerning admintstraz ive ratters
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fncluding the allocation sfmorey, caterials, and non'classréom space; but
they only give suggest {ens with repard to {nstructional catters (Lortie, 1969).
A similar pattern of variable zoning evists in ecdical school clinics vhere
‘the director, 8 physician, posts the schedule that pairs medical §tudents-
_vith doctor-inetructors., This schedule 15 mandatory but the direcnOt’Oﬂly
- glvee sugpestiors to doctors about how to treatl pat{ents (Goss, 1961).

Variable zoning will nor work in parent co-OpSs unlcess parents are willing to

relinquish coentrol ovey the area that is crucial to them, classrood activities.

o A final mcans is to perscnalize relations between the teacher ard her adminis-

trative superior. Carlsen (1972) reports on a school superintendent vho
treats tcachers in a warm, perscnal ranner that éinimizeg heirarchical dis-
‘vance and who relies on teacher loysitics to him as 8 persen to minirize
tensions and gain corpliance. The developrent of personal relations and a
distribution of authority ia parent co-eps depe-ds on successful teacher

selection,

The Schools Studied

To examine the relations between parents and tcachess In co-op schools,
three case studies were confucted over a two year peried ending 1o the spring
of 1973. Both Unity and Liberation schools® opencd with fifteen farmilles,
twenty-five students, and tuo teachers, Like s0 many cther parcnt Co-0pS,

_Liberation had undergone schism just before the study began. Becaute the
group that kept the original name declined raptdly during the study, Tost
£1eld wvork was done with the Renaissance faction of the old schoal which kad
six families, eight ttudents, and tvo part-tirme tcachers. During most of

the study, Unity had a feu more than twenty-five tamilics, about forty

®Ihe names of all schools are fictitious.
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. . - . . . 5
. - students, and thrce teachers, "Second Primary began during the study period
and had cleven families, as rmany students, and tuo teachers. All the schools
5 . used variants on the open classroom appreach to fnstruction (Featherstone,
-1971). Participant observaticn was supﬁé‘n@nted by fntervicvs with tﬁixéyn~
. soheds .

eight fasilies and six tcachers from among ail the teachere: The semi-
structured {ntervicws were designed to gother inforration on the his;ery of
the schools, working relatfons within them, and the orfcentations @fEiqdi-
viduals towards a number of tdeological ;ssacs. These case 5t;die; were
accoopsricd by an examination of the free school literature to ascertain the
ippact of the naticnal govement on parent-teacher relations in {rdividual
schools.® The following sections of this paper will discuss parents' vievs
of their ovn authority in a co-op school, the rewards and sanctions that

affect the teacher's behavioer, and finally the bases of accozmodation betuecen

parents and tcachers.

Parents’ Yicws of Thelr Authorily

Parents' vicews of their roles in co-op schocls have been shaped by two
radical strains of educaticnal reform thought. The corpunity control i1deology
is more specific in demanding that professional personnel be responsive to

the necds and wishes of the clienteie scrved, It s based on the thesis of

Carrichael and Hamilton (1968) thst the failurflaf public inctitutions 1n
ghetto arcas stems from contrel of those fus. (*utjons by outsiders inatcad of
their local clicnteles, Wnile this critsqué acknowledgos thet profcssionals
pay bave sprcial corpetence, {t holds that thelir only rotivatien i6 lo keep

thefr jobs and perhaps sexve the needs of majority group chtldren in the

4

*extended dircussion of the study's methodology 1% found tn Eirestenc

(1974).
S
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schools; the naturc of school gcvernange is believed to keep members of

pinority groups from press.ting experts ro use their corpetence Lo hélp loral
children. while free s;hcoi thinkers cophasize ways to imprave c!asaroaas;

they #re concerncd uithMEévelepxng happincss and ware human relations in 61} %

g " settiugs snd eliminating “false, constraining” role distinctions between E

student, teacher, parent, and so forth so people can Geal v{t% cadh other as %

. individuals (Ret2, 1973). While this tdcelogy docs nat directly increate ;

parents' authority, it undersines that of the tcacher. 2

Parents in these schools definmitely vant to infiurnce teackers' work. 3

Table 1 shows that parenth Fﬁﬂcetns center on the quality of edugat ion thelr ;

children receive from the parunt co-cp (fteme 1 and 2). Stnce the educat fonal

TABLE 1

PARENTS' RATINGS OF BENEFITS
OF MEMBERSHIP 1N CO-0OP scuoms”

. Very Not At All
Items of Importance lzportan?, ) Important
4 3 2 1 x
1. That oy child learn
things not lcarnced {n pubsx
1ic schools, 19 0 0 0 4
* 2, That my child have the -
' frecdom to learn 8t his own
speced. 16 3 0 1] 3.8
'3, That I can influence the )
decisions of teachers, 14 4 0 1 3.6
4, That 1 like the parents, 7 11 1 0 3.3
$. That the school help
change American cducatfon.** ) 7 3 K} 2.8

¥

$psked of parcnts in Second Primary ard Reaptssance Schoals only.

**Gne non-respondent, 9




propram s dutermined -by the teacher, intercst in {nfluencing decisions she
. .

rakes (itew ) {s almost as importent to parcnts as the quality of the pro-

gram itself. Other benefits quﬁfﬁbctﬁhlp (itcma & and 5) are much lcss

important,

Althouph parents want to influcnce teachers, they do not §vék.di(!5t0ti§1
control. They feel they have wltimate, collective power over a teacher, but
they do not rake extensive use of 1t and generatly prefer to leave the teacher
alone unless semothing gocs wrong: ‘

My vicw is that 1's willing to delcgate authority until L?eacbe:g?

- act so a» to offend my sensibility... 1've had no reazon to

{nfluence them so far., (SP 10°)

Parcnts respect the teacher’s need for some autonody, but they all

1

agree that {t is good to be able to influence a teacher vhere {t is necessary,

and the nced for parent influence 8rises frequently in these achoels. During

3by chaos that prehibited any

Unity's first year, tts classroom was plagucd
organized prepram of learning, and paérnfs hahi to step in. Two yesrs later,
when the school tried to integrate (ts teaching furce by biring a biack,

" eale teacher, it chese a san who could not work with small chiidren ané did
not*get along with the other teachers, 5o parent action vas again needed,
The progpranm that Liberation's first teachers offrred d{d not éravidc encugh
guldance to sult rany of the school’s parents, and the ensuing argument
among parints cver whother to change teachiag practices and how led to 2

schise, The follewing year rhe Libvcratton faction hired a teacher who pro-

vided 2 program with too ruch guidance and discipline for minbers vho trird to

»

*This nwwbering systes {8 used te refer to parent {ntervicws  The first
lettcrs are the tnitials of the schoel the parent belnngs to, and the noe~ber
refers to the specific perscen, Teachers are glven psewdonyrs,

20
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convince NWie te take a more relarcd approach.  Although parents want to be
. R .,

able to Influence thelr teachdr, and phe seed for such Influcnte often arinen,

the following secction will show that they lack the resoutcrs to do o

succensfully.:
¢
Revards and Sancrions ,

-To urderatar? hov effectively pareots control the teacher, onc oust kooy
which rowards or sanctions thoy control and which oncs have the great¢st
icpact on tht-tcﬁchbt- The wost fundamental sanction parents have s the
right to {irc teachees vho do net reet cxpectations, but thie right is aleost
tépcsaibic to cxercise, Firing o tescher requires a group decisfon that
parenta are reluctant to make, Unity never faced the problem of removing 1US
most Inckpueriencid teacher during 1ts first year or the black reacher in (08
third. Hoth tirvs the derinion vas delayed wuatil the teacher o question
resipnid veluntartly, Waen hiring the bBlach teacher was firstediscussgd, .
parcnts 5aid that they would mot fire him tf he d1d net work out because of
the darage firing would do to his record. Lhen Liberation fours ftself with
& teacher who was too directive for =ost Gfﬁb&tﬁ,'diﬁcuﬁﬁiﬂﬂ of vhar 1o do
dragged on for ronths while scvﬁt;I families {vft the echool, and He
firancial hase cruchlcd untfl 1t cauld not pay him, and he §u1z, A fov
panths later the school vas dxlbﬂédcdg

Firing 1s a diff{dcult - wtion to erploy becauvae ft 18 50 uédifffffﬂtidléd
and drastic., Even the threat of firing cannot be wsed in minor cascs where
parents sant to convince teachrrs to change their aégranch. Parents rust let
einor disagreerents po until a terics of events develop into & major alterca=
:ion,‘and firiog is the oniy fecourse. As 8 result, firing ts only uﬁed‘as 8

l1ast resort vhen the sftuation has become hopeless, and parents and teachers

have rcached an {epasse, Then it 16 used to make 8 fresh stare,

21

Fe




-
‘\

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
»

<,
‘ ' Other organizations find prestige and salary distinctions to be »ore
differentiatcd and lcss drastic means for controlling pmployece behavior.
- - 1]
While some informal prestige differentiation occura in parent co-ops, formal
distincticns are rarely found, primarily because the teachors prefer cgali-

.

tarian 2o hetrarchic structures, The f{rat tracher at Second Prlrazy was
offcred a higher salary than the then uehired second cnre, but she turned 1t
dovn. Simtlarly, after Unity had Just hired tvo now teachers, 1 asked the
old one how 1t felt to‘be,tﬁe seslor persen,; and ane satld she roped the
differences she felt weuié di:appear. Becauie of teachers' ;t?fctéﬁtﬁﬁ for
equal treatoent, parents cannot offer add%tiona! presrige to those they

-

prefer, .

»

R »

)Herfover, the insccure financial posttien of these schools ?zchibite a
differentiated salary structure, These 5ch¢;is paid theie trachers froom »
8300 to 5440 per month, cne-balf 1o one-third of vhat sore oi them could bﬁve
pade teaching 1n public schools aven if fringe benefits are not counted,
Farent co-ops fust do not have the resrcurces to offer ia;éer rnajarics to
better teachers,

These lov salaries raise the Question of whie reacherd work in parernt

fncentives to offer. To find out Vhat these incentives are, Intotviaws were
comduciaod with &1 teachers that pareats weuld very roch llee o keop- o
each in Unity, Renajsnence, and Sccond Pri-ary. Tve incentives they discursed
cannot be contralled by parents.

Lortie (1969} srgues that the sprl irportont tewards for poblic achool
teachess corme f1om the “trancitive” anpects of their role. He naye that

transitive vevards arise vhen g teacher's compunication produces sfodent

responses the teacher Aefines as learniog. His {ndicator 15 the kigh rate
e

- &
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of choosing the statement “knowing that [ have 'reached' students and they |

. . have learned” a» a favorgd reward among tiachers., More gencrally, transitive

- rewards come from student foedhack from school activities and may taég a
varfety of forms, For {nstdace, a teachcr may appregiate the enloyment
children show during games or outdoor activities she has gtganQch. My
interviews did not .beav diéea!iy or this point since vy primary question,
"What do you like about working here?” elicir "zons of teaching
settings mOTe than élscusﬁ{ons’of uh;c %ﬁ comron €o 811 of themy, Still, four
t:achers gpecifically mentioned that they liked the children they ;ark‘vi:h.:

‘ Students {n pugltc schonls have the cepactty‘{o grant or deny the
. responses that teachers consider thelr prirary "péyment," hut ihe effects
that formal superiors have on such respences are tndirect, Sfnce the teacher'§
L gratificatiss Jepends primarily oo what takes place In zﬁe c¢lassroom, She can
be relatively independent of administrators, sud her relationships vith thém

¢an move from subordinaticn towards an exchange of c-~pliance on adeinistra-

tive matters fn return for auteonomy and support on pedagopical (ssues,

Similarly, in parent co-ops the impcrfance to teachers of the children's

* L3
responses tncreases their {rdependenys from patents. > . ]
* - v

Parent co-cps alse offer teachers two kinds of Inceot{ves public schoals

cannol cffer, and both increase {ndependencd from parents. First, parent i
T8

co-ops offer 8 werk setting vith less supervition thas 1g efren foupd tn

public schoola. The urge to work {n a setting with-ut conslratning super -

’ vision was mentioned by two teachere with public school experience. Mark,

i +

frow Renaissance, had been a merber ¢f n team led by a certificd teacher,

His reaction to the expericnce is that- v

1 felt hypocritical because I had to carry out her polictes and not .
. > pine, 1 had to behave with kids the woy <he would, and 1 would copy ) ‘
her atritude for safety’s sake,

.

." . - -
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n
All told, four of the six teachers indicated that they liked the freedom the

free school setting offered,

-

A second reascn for working fn free schools {8 an interest In pgdngogical
refore, All bot one of tbcse\{cachers arc to some degree committed to teaching
n occupation; yet, nene of them {s intercsted in the convcﬂtiana} style

of t?ach!ng found in public scheols, Furthermore, 811 but one show some

tnterest In reforming education, and thoese five hope their work {n free

schools will contribute to that end. They believe that free schools can pro-
mote change by providing medels to public schools of warking alternatives to
current practice: )

Q: Do you see free schools as a means of changing the American
. cducatfon syscem? :

R: They have the potential. By having a very good program with
. well worked out ideals.., and then promoting and advertising,
‘we can do something., A lot ofeteachers in training will be
. t{nfluenced, (Rachel) -

Since these teachers' primary reeponsibility 18 to the schools they work for,

few of them have actually tried to poblicize thelr work, but thelr inteation
M :

»*

to do 8o 15 stronger, than that of most parents, and some have beon able to

-

move beyond total concentration con their own scheol, All of them, however,

ot

are intercsted (n the American cducatfonal scene and keep 1n touch with city-

wide and naticnal refore efforis,

Thic fntecrest in toform {5 port of the teachers’ political orivntation,

In their middle or iate ttentics, they all att.nded college in the late E
nixties where rost had takén part i{n peace ¢t civil rights activitics, and
they @ sov teaching ra a way to bring the country cleser to thetr idcals

for 12
'ifhc wove to Bnilf7 was partly politically sotivated... 1 thiux
our society stisks pretty such as ft 1s, 1 want to change {t, This
15 the most effcective way 1 can work ta change things for the betler,
(Sharon) 1.

21
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This .political-reformist orientation gives teachers another yardstick for ‘

veasuring thelir own performance. Because they are trying to promete a ney
approach to tcaching {n America, they have a larger purpose with gcaf; that /
may vot coincide with those . f parents,

Because patents have very little influence over a teacher once she ts;
hired, seclectian is critical, The {mporrance of sélection {s reropnized by
parents «ho devote a great deal of time and at*ention to the task and whe
make comrments like the f5llowing:

We've spent so much time talking about philosophy... Firally, {t i

the teachers that count. [ want to make sure abead of tirme that we

have the right teachers. (SP 12)

Although selection is crucial, continued working relations betweer parenfs

and the tcacher are facylitated by mechanisrs similar to those found {n pther

organizaticns,

.

Perscnal Kelations

e s .

Successiul parent ¢o-ops are characterized by mutual respect and f{ricnd-
P P ¥ 7

L )
ship between parents bnd the teacher. Tarents prefer not to worry abeut

day-to-dav clarsroom affairs and intervenc only when the teacher 1s takéng

an apprcach that {s too directive or not directive encugh or when no approach

LI
\

{s being pursucd effectively,
Since parents would rather not moniter classvoem activities closely, a .

teacher ciun dovelop a great deal of autonomy and cven influence in school

affairs by convincing them that she is a good educator and earning their

respect .- Jean's cavcer at Unity indicates the ampunt of .Anfluernce a teacher
- ! .

con develep, 1In the spring of the school’s tumaltuous first year, some

2 i
parentg wanfed to fire hef, and noane consulted her about gencral school

, 1] U

affaiss. When the other teacher quit and Sharon wis hired, Jean was not

- 4 r-
-
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consulted; she only met her new associate afteé the decfston was made. Two
years later when the scheol was doing very weli and credit for {ts success
went rostly to her, she played a very directive role, P#rents did c;cry:hing
possible to redesign the classreom space as she wanted 1Y, and they solicited
her opinion during teacher hiring. In another instance, Second Primacy began

by choosing two teachers whose work they know ond respectded and giving theo

a great deal of autoncry, 1In all scgecls. no teacher who had provin herself
was actively supervised or {nstructed. % N '

- On the other hand, successful teachers nsﬂally like ihe‘;aroats they
work for. Al} six vho weré interviewed liked yorking with parents. Some

appreciate that parents try to support thetr cfiforts like fiza from Renais~

sance who says:

1t's been really goed with this group cut 4f school,. § They have

been incredibly helpful and conceined. i 1
1
i

Others like the socta: life of parent co-ops anc paxentxtéa}her relations

often transceond the busingss aspect of associatige 8o personal friendships
-3

develop: ’ !

. The majority of my fricnas, ~f my contacis b «{des the people 1
met through /my husband/ are {n Second Prirayy... They are active
PO

{n the nefghborhoc?, in the arts, ard in cther things (' :
fnterested in.  {Rechel)

The possibtlity for fricndly,. persenal relations between parents and teachers

{s cnhanced because frec schoel teachers deal with fewer parents than these
- A : I
in public schocls do and they work with the sawe ones for several yedrs.

i i
These fricndships provide important reasens for reachers wanting to co-operate
/

Ky

with parents, N

*

Varfable Zoning of Authority )

]

/

~

Parents' orifentatton to hire 8 teacher and then suppert her (s refog-

nit fon thay she is the central fipure {a the day-to-day cperation of the
~§ £
-6
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schopi. One facter that {mpedes close contrel of public schanl teachers fs
the /ecological arrangem nt of conventional (nstitutions, Superintendents
!

do mot even wark in the same butldings as teachers, and the self-contained
{
| .

< assroom miaimtzes principal superviston. Like her public school counters

pftt, the free school teacher is essentially free from supervision and mithout
#&Qf@ﬁiivﬂal support. The teacher and her children are i a elassrcon (n one

h
ﬁu!ldiﬂg, and parents are scattered In bores and workplaces throughowt the

city. Although a few parunts work regularly for shori perifods in the school, .

’
H

only the teacher knows svhat {5 neceded teo maintaln and teprove it ﬁf the

y teacher and parsnts agree on how the classroom should be ru~, ratik direction

A ray underming her efforts; and in fact, she may nved to mabe 5 wgestions to

parents to got the sepport mast helpful for paking the clasgiqen cvrryone
2 »

“

P wants, A teacher who has earncd the parents’ respect may b the most
{nflucnt (al prrson {n the schoel, Paradixically, her tnfluence mere than

the parents' g5 limlitcd by 8 pattern of variable 2ening, The teoachers direct
parents’ work in activities nceded o support the schocl bor have little say
fn ..inance, while the question of what treatment shall be accorded particular

children (s one where both parents and tcarshers have influence and the balance

of contrnl is not clear, ,

Work Acrivities W

The major activity pot directly related to the classroom In these

schools s financial managerent; teachers are nol dctive tn this area.

Parents keep the books and f111 finarcial cormittees, They alsc are solcly

responsible for routine activities like weekend clean-ups and finding ficld

trip drivers, . z
Teschers play a more active role tu other sreas, 1f they are to pet

useful help tn the classroom frem pareots, they aust give some (nStruct: o,
1y
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classroom. In some schools parents are expected to help provide curriculum
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Parents onjiy varking in the classrcom for the same reason the tcacher docs:
they ke to sce that the class enjoys what they bring in. Some parents,
houcver, do not knew how to organize activitice that appeal to children,
These parents would like to help, but do not know how, Hithout sore guldance,
they will bucore disappointed and drop out; but with some help they will
continue to particlpate:
UB: The first ye;r 1 went in and didn't.., know vhat to do, The
second year 1 wds the... Nature Club Leader... [Now/ people
have definfte tires. People are coming in and doing definite

things...,

Q: 1 get\she fecling you were uncomfortable about that,

UB: Yes... . -
19: You could take stuff in any time you want to, bst LEQT wag

uncemfeitable, the vhole school was uncomfortable with that
kind of thing,

-

When the teacher found this mother a curriculum aid, the Nature Club progran,
that helped her organize her work in the school, she was much ha- ler.
Similar cases appear in other schools where veluntecrs flounder until they
find a type of presentation to rake that kids enjoy; and {f the reacher does
not alvays help find these presentations, parents often say they wish she
would,

Outside the classroom tcachers help set the agenda for meetings and
decide vhai {s55ucs parents must face, Farly in 1972, when Renaissance was
existing on a munthvt;.month basis bacavse of finmancial problers, the teacher
felt the children needed more guaranieed stability. Because she felt that
{{ the school was goitg to fo{g it should do sc quickly, she fsrcéd parents

to consider {ts loeg range future and try to plan further ahead,

Usually teachers take ‘the lead on questlons more closely related to the

5 ’

wateriols, furnit-re, and equipment, and te help improve the physical space,
\

' 8
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At Unity, vhich pakes the heavicst demands on purents' time, teachers dectde
what proﬁecxs are nceded and help set priorities, For instance, teachers
take up large sections of the last mceting cach year explatning the projects
they vant dene cver the susmmer.,

Teacher direction of parent work requires more of tcachers than just
making requests. If the several work weckends Unity has cach year are to b
maximally productive, teachers mwuc' play a large part in organizing them:

lﬁy role in work ucekcndg? {s partly supervisory. Letting people

know what jobs nced to be done. Partly, it's painting and doing

Jobs yeurself. We have the best knowledge of what nceds to be done...

We rake sure things are out and people krow what to do on them.

(Sharon)

The special knowledge about how things should go places an extra burden on

teachers: but because of their khewledge, thetr ditection is esscatial for

parent work.

Special Treatrent for Individual Children

1f teachers are work leadcrs if the whole school, their position {s
more Questionable vhen ft coves to decisions about ind{vidual clildren,
Ihefe the balance of contral i5 more fuzzy because the right to rake decisiens
{s shared, the rules about who makes the final decisions are not clear, and
the issue is very irportast to parents and teach?té, The question 15 all the
rore likely to arise because the open classteom format of thase schools
allows condiderable discrotion to devise b special approach for eacgtghgid
(Firestone, 1974), o o

\

Most parents belirve that they can influence the tencher ‘s Bectsions

moat
~

J »

shout the {nsttuction of individual childrem. At Unity the parents who

strongly suppert the school f(tmlywbei:cve'ihat teocﬁ;rg ad just thetr appfaach

' e

to a child to fit parents’ wishes, An atteopt at pore systematic queg:iéning‘

Al >

i ’
vas made at Ronaissance and Second Primary. 1In seventeen of twenty-one \
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families in the i;o'schoala, at least one parent in ecach family was asked,
"In gencral dﬂf@uu thirk you can influence the approach tcachers here take
é .

towards your é;ild?“ They all said yes and agreed as well that they had rore
tnfluence gfxr free school té;chﬁ:e than they would cver those in the' Jocal
public 5ch§§lﬁ.

Tbetéfis a crucial ambiguity, however, about the ampunt of !nf!ugn:e
parents é% have. Although they have mare thas they would in other situatficns, .

they do mbt have 8 dictatorial last say, and Qaually do neot want {t-

1t's ioportant that 1 can influence the teachers, but it's (eportant
that: they can hold their own too. (SP3)

N

Parents feel the teacher should have a substantial margin of liberty on
dectsions about their own children and that such matters should be worked

_out collaboratively because they respect the teacher's ability. Teachers

LN
Y iaaituahndind b A et e L U N it a0t bl 0t T, P bttt el ‘\.q.dun-‘u— s W

sgree, but cach teacher also fcels very strongly thar she ought to act on
~
ber own ludgement.

q Informat ton on the treatmint actually givéu particular children isAaﬁly
avaflable at Unity where special treatment wis a miner {ssue while {nter- ‘
vicwing was in progross. The basic continua along yhtch‘parentﬁ want treate
meﬁg to vary are discipline and fnstructien {n basic skills, and there are

some well known cases where student treatment fits parvats” decires. Elle,

8 well known conscevat fve parent, {5 much rpre concerned that her child learn

-
the 2’'s than fe Martha, 3 vocal cadical; and €1la’s son gets much more

pressure and help than doces Ha;tha's. These two cascs are most frequently
mentionsd by parents as cvidence that teachers do to;ﬁéct the wishes of o)
porents, Furthersore, teachkers report that {n other cases as werll they
adjust thefr approach to fit the parents' wishes, cven shen they do not

. altopether approve.

20
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There sre, hovever, clear cases where teachers would not adjust thetr
approach to fit éareuxs' wishes, Three families left Unity at the end of
1971-72 mostly because they felt their children were not getting enough
tnstruction., One of those mothers gave the folloving report:
Q: Do you get as much ifnstruc:ion for ycuf chilé? as you want?

Ul4: Ella claims.it is true, for her. The teachers keep in touch
with her. 1t's not true for us. We asked that four son/
learn the multiplicotion tables. That was almost all we
asked them to-do. They started with him and thep dropped ft.

While {t is doubtful that a family would leave 8 school over multiplication

.

tables slone, it i clear that this one vanted more instruction for its

-

child than it vas getting. Besides these cases, at least tvo more families

wauld have lived their children to recelve more i=structlion than the teachers

t i
»
E)

were giving.

Where the teachct‘§>ability {8 gencrally acknouledged, decisfons-<-or non-

decisicns, since Spcciéi {reatment {s not usually an issuc--about how indi-
vidual childrea should be tte;tod are rade collabars:ively‘and haémnniausly
oost of’the tire becouse ﬁazh én;ents and‘tcachc:s récognize and spprove of
the tigh: of the other to play a role in those dccisiona, Where there is
disagreerent, hcﬁev1t, thete 16 no clear rule abuut who has’the last word.
While the teacher can persist ng a prﬁgrem contzary te vhat parents wish,

such bgbiyier {s very likely to drive theriaﬁily sut of the scheol, and a

* number of frreconcilable dtsagzcewcﬁtﬁ ray forie a school te close.

Canlusign

While it is tampting to dwell on the great differences between public
schools and parent co- gfs an analysts of their similaritics throws ncw
l1ight, on the ‘alnnce betueen control and sutoromy i{n teaching. Both organi-
zations share the prodblem of controlling the tcachcr s In class acttvity in

”
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spite of substantial differcnces in size and chain of command , Three simi-
laritics help account for this problem, Flrst, vhile the reasons differ--
tenure rulcs cxist in onc case and in the other it fs d1fficult for parents
to make fhe decision--it 1s hard to fire the teacher from cither.{nﬁtitutioﬂ,
Second, the teacher in botg‘etgnnizjticns receives substantial reuarde froe
L Sexrg ey
éhildren. s zouards that the supervisor cannot cffectively mantpulate. Finally,
the {solation of the classroom rakes cupervision difficult.

Although {t seecms more difficult to develop co-operative working vela-
t fong betucsn parcents in 8 CG-0p schoc and their tcacher than tt {s betveé
the princtpal and his teachers, the muchanises that facilitate such a develop-
ment are also quite sirflar in both cases. Sclection s fmportant in- public
schoals and scems to be crucial in Lgc pargnt co-op. ~Whore sclection 18
successful, a pattern of friendship and mutval respect often develops.
Personal rclations are strengthenced by 8 division of authority that lcaves
teachers substantial authority {n the classroam and actually ploces them in a
Jeadership position fn'patent co-ops. In the parent co-op at icast, this
variable zoning of anthority does not cover the crucial questicn of vho decides
what treatment spe ific children shall receive. Resolution of differences
over -the teacher's authority {s rore important {n the parent co-0p, howcver,
rhan in the public school sirce failure to reach agreement may contcibute

¥

digpqglzﬂia.!he demise of the parent run school .
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